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280 Harvard Street, The Coolidge Corner Theater 

Partial Demolition ï January 2020 

`Brookline Preservation Commission 

Demolition Application Report 
 

Address:  280 Harvard Street, The Coolidge Corner Theater 

Applicant:  Hamilton Charitable Corporation 

Building Type:  Commercial Building 

National Register Listing (if Applicable):   Found Eligible for Individual Listing (1997) 
 

  

 

Historical/Architectural Significance: 

 
The Coolidge Corner Theater building was constructed in 1906 for the Beacon Universalist Church. Designed 

by Architect C. Howard Walker, the originally Romanesque style building included four storefronts at ground 

level with a center entrance leading from Harvard Street into the church itself, which spanned the rear half of 

the building. Walker was a nationally renowned architect known for his work as the appointed architect for both 

the Trans-Mississippi Exposition in Omaha and the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis. After 

returning to Boston in the early 1900s, he specialized in public and educational buildings and became an early 

member of the Boston Society of Architects. A Boston native, his other prominent Brookline design was the ca. 

1885 J. Randolph Coolidge Residence on Boylston Street. 

 

The front façade of the building was radically changed in 1933 when it was leased to Morris Sharaf and Joseph 

and Max Lenson of the Harvard Amusement Company for Brooklineôs first moving picture theater.  According 

to a 1930s article in the Brookline Chronicle, various entrepreneurs had been trying for eighteen years to open a 

movie house in Brookline and proposals had twice been defeated over Town Meetingôs concerns that they 

would ñcorrupt the youthò with ñexcessive indulgences.ò Architect Ernest Hayward, an MIT graduate, replaced 

the Romanesque front façade with a new Moderne style and relocated the entrance from the center of the façade 

to the right corner of the building. Additional retail space was added into the former church entrance along 

Harvard Street and the new 1,500 seat movie theater was installed in place of the former church hall at the rear. 

Originally known as ñThe Brookline,ò the theaterôs elaborate Art Deco style interior lobby and central theater 

were opened on December 30, 1933 with a gala ceremony.  



Page 2 of 8 

280 Harvard Street, The Coolidge Corner Theater 

Partial Demolition ï January 2020 

The theater continued to operate for the next forty years with exterior changes primarily involving the signage 

and uses for its retail spaces. In 1967, the original neon theater marquee was replaced with an internally lit one 

reading ñThe Coolidge Corner Theater.ò In 1977, Justin Freed purchased the theater and made it a destination 

for arthouse and independent cinema. Freed is responsible for turning the original balcony of the main theater 

into a second theater in 1979 but struggled to remain profitable and eventually sold the building in 1988. After 

plans were developed to demolish the building and convert the space into a mall, local citizens formed the 

Coolidge Corner Theater Foundation to save the historic theater. In September 1988, the Brookline Historical 

Commission found the theater to be historically significant to the Town of Brookline and imposed a one-year 

demolition delay. The building was eventually purchased by the Hamilton Charitable Foundation, which gave 

the Coolidge Corner Theater Foundation a 99 year lease on the space. Around this time, the entrance to the 

theater was moved to the right façade of the building and the original Harvard Street entrance converted into 

retail space. Today the Coolidge Corner Theater is considered to be the only operating Art Deco theater in the 

Boston area. The 1967 marquee was replaced with a new Art Deco inspired design by Mark Favermann in 2002 

and the original interior detailing and design elements have been gradually restored over time. 

 

The meets the following criteria for an initial determination of significance: 

 

b.  The building is listed on or is within an area listed on the National or State Registers of Historic Places; is 

eligible for listing on the National or State Registers of historic places; or is a building for which a preliminary 

determination of eligibility has been made by the Massachusetts Historical Commission; 

 

c.  The building is associated with one or more significant historic persons or events, or with the broad 

architectural, cultural, political, economic, or social history of the Town or Commonwealth; and 

 

d.  The building is historically or architecturally significant in terms of its period, style, method of construction, 

or its association with a significant architect or builder, either by itself or as part of a group of buildings. 

 

The building retains integrity of location, design, setting, materials, feeling, workmanship, and association. 

 

Aerial view of 280 Harvard Street, looking north.  
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Aerial view of 280 Harvard Street, looking west. 

 

 
 

Aerial view of 280 Harvard Street, looking south. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


